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A Nobel Laureate and winner of numerous prestigious fiction awards, Saul 
Bellow has commanded serious attention from a large range of reviewers and critics at 
home and abroad for many decades. He has made important contributions as a 
commentator on the American cultural scene, although his foremost impact has been as 
a novelist. Gloria L. Cronin says, “Bellow’s stature in postwar American letters can 
only be compared to that of Hemingway or Faulkner either in this century” (1). 
Bellow spent most of his life in universities and colleges where he got a deep 
insight into the soul of the intellectuals, which in turn was reflected in most of his 
novels. His works focus on the conflict between materialistic values and the claims of 
art and high culture, and American writers who despair in their inability to reconcile 
their artistic ideals with the indifference and materialism of American society. As an 
American writer and a Jew, Bellow also expresses his Jewish-American consciousness, 
especially in his later works. His skillfully crafted protagonists collectively exemplify 
the “Bellow hero,” who is generally a male, urbanite Jewish intellectual. Therefore, he 
is called a novelist of idea and “a novelist of character rather than plot” (Fuchs 53).  
In 2000, Bellow published his last novel, Ravelstein. It portrays vividly a 
charismatic and paradoxical professor, powerful scholar and political philosopher, 
Ravelstein, who asks his boon companion, Chick, to write a memoir for him. It also 
provides an account of Bellow’s personal recovery of understanding about what it 
means to be the son of Russian Jewish immigrants in America, the origins of his own 
Jewish voice, Jewish humor, Jewish anxiety, and Jewish life in the twentieth-century 
American academy. As a writer working within the Judeo-Christian tradition, Bellow 
discusses the Jewish question and identity issue most directly and openly in this novel. 
The novel concludes with the vision of the tropical parrots surviving in the winter 
landscape. In this death-haunted book, Chick’s meditation ends with this heightened 
moments of revelation that is rich with meanings, including the miracle of Jewish 
survival in a hostile environment. 
This thesis is a deconstructive reading of Ravelstein. It focuses on the 
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issue of Jewish-Americans. It consists of four chapters plus an introduction and a 
conclusion. The introduction includes the critical response to Bellow, a summary of 
Ravelstein and the framework of this thesis. Chapter One introduces the basic theories 
of deconstruction briefly. Chapter Two examines the sense of absence in Ravelstein. A 
dysfunctional family and sexual insecurity both contribute to Ravelstein’s pervasive 
sense of absence and lack. His sense of absence and lack is increased by his frequent 
but futile attempts to discover—or perhaps even create—presence itself. Thus it 
subverts the metaphysics of presence and absence. Chapter Three discusses the “binary 
opposites” of Ravelstein. He is really a complex man full of paradoxes, resisting either 
pole of the system to define himself. Chapter Four explores the identity issue of 
Jewish-Americans. Deconstruction is all about how one can even be both the same and 
different simultaneously. This opens up the possibility of multiple and even mobile 
identities. For Chick and Ravelstein, “As a Jew you are also an American, but 
somehow you are also not” (23). It is possible for them to be and not to be American at 
the same time.  
Finally, with a summary of my major arguments, the conclusion can be expressed 
this way: “However negative it may sound, deconstruction implies the possibility of 
rebuilding” (qtd. in De Beaugrande 279). Bellow describes the anxiety in the 20th-century 
American academy and displays courage, commitment, responsibility-affirmation of 
the world and life, as well. The survivors of Bellow’s generation, once-hyphenated 
intellectuals and writers, have struggled to achieve their selfhood in the New World. 
Now they are confident to acknowledge their origins without apology, actually, in 
triumph. The accommodation is achieved in the end. They can be part of American 
culture without losing the notion of their Jewish background. 
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Saul Bellow dissociates from his contemporary writers who accept the belief that 
modern society is a wasteland and a horror. “He foresees man’s future as dependent 
upon the possibilities for intimate human interaction and the honest communication of 
emotional states. Sarcasm and nihilism are not his cup of tea” (Glenday 4). Therefore, 
Bellow establishes with his major theme and his predominant mode of characterization 
that have placed him outside the major traditions and movements in the twentieth 
century. He writes against the grain of literary fashions. As Gerhard Bach says in The 
Critical Response to Saul Bellow, “As far as categorizations go, Bellow is 
unfashionably un-American—a novelist of ideas” (6). There has been undisputed 
agreement for several decades concerning Bellow’s debt to and championing of 
Western humanism. Previous critics have documented the Greek, European, and 
Christian sources of his humanistic outlook. The epistemological weight of the issues 
he chooses to involve his characters in seems to always point in the direction of 
European philosophical tradition. L. H. Goldman corrects this partial view by 
providing the missing, and perhaps prior, source in a specifically Jewish cultural and 
religious tradition. She also suggests that “for Bellow writing is a way of coming 
closer to God, that in his later works there are many overt expressions of covenant of 
Judaism, thus making these works a form of survivor literature” (3-4), exemplars of 
the immigrant and assimilation experiences of the early decades of the twentieth 
century. As a representative of the Jewish American consciousness with a strong tie to 
European Jewish history, Bellow was among the first American writers to treat 
anti-Semitism and the Holocaust in fiction. Although Bellow's contribution to the 
Holocaust novel is modest in terms of the body of his work, it is a memorable and 
representative American response in its focus on survivors and the approach to 
Holocaust memory. In the Bellovian universe, rejection of memory is a sign of moral 
decay, and enlightened embrace of memory is a source of spiritual and moral growth. 
These reflections cause him to confront the Nazi genocide, the Jewish American 
response to survivors, and post-Holocaust American Jewish identity. All of these reveal 
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Therefore, most reviewers have described Bellow as an artist who affirms 
Judeo-Christian religious and social values in his work. However, it has been only one 
of the predominant critical approaches to his work over the past five decades. 
“Surveying the field, the critical reader will find that the bases have been well covered, 
from neocritical, psychological, and archetypal to structuralist, feminist, and 
post-modern criticism” (Bach 7). In their many books and essays on Bellow's works, 
critics often concentrate on two aspects of Bellow’s fiction: his skillfully crafted 
protagonists, who collectively exemplify the “Bellow hero,” and the autobiographical 
aspects. “The center of Bellow’s novels is an extraordinary man” (Stern 577). His 
typical protagonist, who is generally a male, urbanite Jewish intellectual, is described 
as a man who keeps trying to find a foothold during his wanderings in our tottering 
world. The similarities between the lives of Bellow’s protagonists and the author’s own 
are obvious to be recognized. Bellow has also professed the convenience of 
self-protection in having his characters speak his mind, and this protective veil has 
become transparent with time. 
Saul Bellow spent most of his life in universities and colleges where he got a deep 
insight into the soul of the intellectuals, which in turn was reflected in most of his 
novels like Herzog (1964), Humboldt's Gift (1975), The Dean's December (1982), 
More Die of Heartbreak (1987), and Ravelstein (2000). His works focus on the conflict 
between materialistic values and the claims of art and high culture, and the American 
writers who despair in their inability to reconcile their artistic ideals with the 
indifference and materialism of American society. Dangling between humanist dream 
and persecuted reality, his heroes “sustain themselves by falling back on their intellects 
and imagination” (Glenday 5). Therefore, an entirely new thematic topic of interest in 
Bellow criticism appeared in the 1980s with the advent of Ben Siegel’s intensive 
treatment of Bellow’s attitudes about and relationship to modern academe. Siegel 
observes that like many other American novelists and poets, Bellow blames it for much 
of what is wrong with this nation’s culture, especially its literary culture. Siegel’s 
article is “an exhaustive analysis of Bellow’s numerous fictional and other recorded 
statements about the state of the modern university, the American education system, 
the state of modern culture, and the state of the arts” (Cronin & Goldman 5-6). In his 















was more important than science in exploring significant values in twentieth-century 
human experience. Bellow’s effort brought him academic and critical acclaim as well 
as numerous literary prizes: The adventure of Augie March, Herzog and Mr. Sammler’s 
Planet for the National Book Award, Pulitzer Prize for Humboldt’s Gift and Nobel 
Prize in Literature in 1976. He had received awards of various sorts from the National 
Institute of Arts and Letters and from the Guggenheim and Ford Foundations, as well 
as honorary doctorates from Northwestern University and Bard College. All in all, 
critics have favorably assessed Bellow’s literary achievement and have celebrated his 
works as a valuable contribution to American literature. 
Ravelstein, a character-eponymous novel, is written as a tribute to Allan Bloom, 
who died in 1992, a teacher and philosopher most famous for his 1987 critique of 
education in The Closing of the American Mind. Ravelstein is based on Allan Bloom, 
as Bellow acknowledged freely to reporters, reversing his lifelong habit of denying his 
characters’ real life sources. Chick, the narrator is a thinly disguised persona for 
Bellow. Allan Bloom had repeatedly urged Bellow to write his memoir/autobiography 
for the sake of his own American Jewish memorializing, as well as for the sake of his 
friend’s need to re-identify himself as Jewish. Like Charlie Citrine, the survivor of his 
poet-buddy Humboldt, Chick serves as a presiding intelligence, a shrewd interpreter of 
his doomed, genius friend Abe Ravelstein.  
The story does not progress in a linear fashion, rather it shifts and curves and 
folds around itself, following the forward and rearward thrusts of memory. Chick takes 
“a piecemeal approach” to Ravelstein (37). There is little about Ravelstein’s family. 
We know the large outlines of his life story from the text. The Ravelsteins are a Dayton, 
Ohio, family and Ravelstein’s people hadn’t arrived from Ohio until the end of the 
thirties. His mother, a powerhouse, has put herself through Johns Hopkins University. 
The father is “a toy ogre, a huffy little man, and a neurotic disciplinarian” (17). His 
family is not the sort of family to which one can reasonably turn for love and 
consolation. Abe admires his mother, hates his father, and despises his sister. Although 
he remained fond of his mother, when Abe became a student at the university his main 
source of joy was the fact that there “he was rid of all the Ravelsteins” (65). Through 
his efforts, he has become a distinguished, charismatic intellectual, an appreciative 
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instigation—“a book—difficult but popular—spirited, intelligent, warlike book” 
denouncing American higher education and gotten instantly rich when it became a 
surprise bestseller (4). It is no small irony the book, which made Ravelstein a 
millionaire, is named Souls without Longing. Ravelstein himself rates longing very 
highly. In his view, “A human soul devoid of longing was a soul deformed; deprived of 
its highest good, sick unto death” (15). He believes uncompromisingly in the powers 
of Eros. He quite agrees with Aristophane’s account of love (Eros) in Plato’s 
Symposium. Equally comfortable with high and low culture, Italian opera or a Chicago 
Bulls game, he is passionate about excellence and remains a formidable influence on 
his former students. “Like Bloom, who became a significant force among American 
conservatives after he published The Closing of the American Mind, Ravelstein is an 
ideological power broker” (Atlas 594). From his state-of-the-art telephone, he keeps up 
with former students who have gone on to occupy high places in Washington. He’s 
invited to the Reagan White House and Mrs. Thatcher’s Downing Street. Ravelstein’s 
belief in the “soul,” the hunger for a passionate life, the devotion to the best that has 
been thought and said, and the uncompromising fight against moral cowardice are all 
very impressive. Ravelstein repeatedly asks Chick to write his biography and Chick 
promises to do so one day. Ravelstein, secretly a homosexual, will die of an 
AIDS-related illness soon.  
The book’s subplot concerns Chick’s happy marriage to Rosamund, a graduate 
student of Ravelstein, and features a bitter portrait of Chick’s marriage to Vela, which 
disintegrated into mutual acrimony. Chick also stuck in a lengthy description about his 
own recent brush with death. Rosamund kept him from dying. For Bellow, writing 
Ravelstein was a mission. “The rule for the dead is that they should be forgotten,” 
Chick observes near the end of the book. “After burial there is a universal gradual 
progress toward oblivion. But with Ravelstein this didn’t altogether work. He claimed 
and filled a more conspicuous space” (161). At the end, after almost losing his own life 
and after struggling for over six years to fulfill his promise to the memoir, 
Chick/Bellow finally completed the task.  
Chick knows that Ravelstein himself obeys the wisdom of two great cultures, 
Jerusalem and Athens. His erotic teachings come from Aristophanes, Socrates, and the 
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